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Abstract Australian and Fijian adolescent girls reported on 
the influence that sociocultural factors, including parents, 
peers, and the media, had on their body image attitudes. It 
was expected that messages that promote a thin body would 
be less prevalent among Fijians, as their cultural traditions 
place more importance on robust body sizes. An inductive 
thematic analysis of the girls' semi-structured interviews 
indicated that both Fijian (n=16) and Australian (n=16) 
girls (aged 13-17) reported messages from similar sources, 
which included parents, siblings, and friends/peers. Austra-
lian girls consistently reported messages that reinforced 
thinness. On the other hand, Fijian girls reported messages 
that emphasized both thinness and robustness. The dis-
cussion focuses on the conflict between Western ideals and 
cultural Fijian traditions and the implications for culturally 
sensitive interventions. 
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For the last 50 years Western women have seen a gradual 
shift toward a thin body size from the corsetry 'hour-glass' 
curvaceous figures in the 1950s to extreme slimness from 
the 1960s onwards (Raphael & Lacey, 1992). The current 
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ideal female body is an angular, lean, and toned figure 
(Forbes, Doroszewicz, Card, & Adams-Curtis, 2004; 
Garner, Garfinkel, Schwartz, &, Thompson, 1980). In 
addition, Western women of European descent, from the 
United States, Australia, and other Western countries, are 
more likely to associate a large weight status with laziness, 
lower intellectual capacity, and unattractiveness (Stunkard 
& Sobal, 1995), as well as weakness of will and lack of 
control (Grogan & Richards, 2002). On the other hand, 
these same women equate thinness with beauty, intelli-
gence, wealth, and attractiveness (Moreno & Thelen, 1993). 
Other cultural groups, however, do not place the same 
value on thinness as an ideal for women. For example, in 
comparison to Western women of European descent, 
African American (Poran, 2002), Kenyan (Furnham & 
Alibhai, 1983), Caribbean (Simeon et ai., 2003) and 
Tongan (Craig, Halavatau, Comino, & Caterson, 1999) 
women have all been found to demonstrate more positive 
attitudes toward large body sizes. Among these cultural 
groups there is also evidence to suggest that a large body 
size is associated with attractiveness (Buck, 1938), fertility, 
and good nurturance (Oliver, 1974; Pollack, 1995). Fiji is a 
nation with a rich cultural history that includes an emphasis 
on the value of a large body size. These traditions, together 
with an increase sedentary wage-earning vocations, conve-
nience foods, and motorized transport associated with 
Westernization in Fiji, have led to rising prevalence rates 
of obesity for Indigenous Fijian populations (Becker, 
Gilman, & Burwell, 2005). Although some researchers 
have examined the body size perceptions of Pacific women 
(Brewis, McGan;ey, Jones, & Swinburn, 1998; Craig et ai., 
1999), there has been little research on the sources and 
nature of messages regarding body size beliefs among 
contemporary non-Western cultural groups and whether the 
content of these messages are consistent with the older 
traditions that promoted a larger and more robust body size. 
Sources of Sociocultural Influences of Body size 
among Western and Fijian Adolescent Girls 
The media have consistently been identified as a major 
source of influence for the body image attitudes maintained 
by Western adolescents. For example, the media, (in 
particular, the portrayal of thin models on television) are 
the major forces that foster body image concerns, drive for 
thinness, and weight change attempts among Western 
adolescent girls (Dittmar & Howard, 2004; Ricciardelli & 
McCabe, 2001; Taylor et aI., 1998; Tiggemann, 2005; 
Wertheim, Paxton, Schutz, & Muir, 1997). The media have 
also been found to influence weight concerns among Fijian 
adolescent girls (Becker, 2004; Becker, Burwell, Gilman, 
Herzog, & Hamburg, 2002). 
We located three previous studies that examined the 
source and influence of body size beliefs and attitudes 
among Fijians: one with both adolescents and adults aged 
15-60+ years (Becker, 1995); the other two with adolescent 
girls (Becker, 2004; Becker et aI., 2002). Eating attitudes 
and behaviors were studied among ethnic Fijian adolescent 
girls following the introduction of television in 1995 
(Becker, ?004; Becker et a!., 2002). Respondents consis-
tently stated a desire to lose weight to become more like 
Western television characters, such as those depicted on 
Beverly Hills 9021 O. The majority of girls said that 
television had a specific influence on their feelings about 
their bodies, which indicates the modelling of the perceived 
positive attributes of characters presented on television. For 
example, one adolescent girl explained that "When I look at 
the characters on TV, the way they act on TV and I just look 
at the body, the figure of that body, so I say, look at them, 
they are thin and they all have this figure, so I myself want 
to become like that, to become thin" (Becker et aI., 2002, 
p. 513). Likewise, in interviews with Fijian women, Becker 
(1995) found that respondents acknowledged that exposure 
to Western movies and magazines had inspired their wish to 
reduce their body size. 
Another social agent that has been frequently cited as a 
major source of influence for the onset and maintenance of 
adolescents' body linage concerns is the family, particularly 
mothers (Keel, Heatherton, Hamden, & Hornig, 1997; 
McCabe, Ricciardelli, & Ridge, in press). The family 
system has been long recognized as a major influence on 
adolescents' social and emotional development (Berk, 
2000). Encouragement and role modeling from parents 
with a particular emphasis on a small body size has also 
been found to influence body image concerns and eating 
attitudes and behaviors among adolescent girls (McCabe & 
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Ricciardelli, 2003; Moreno & Thelen, 1993; Pike & Rodin, 
1991; Wertheim, Mee, & Paxton, 1999). Limited research is 
available on the role of parents, particularly mothers, in 
influencing Fijian adolescent girls' body size perceptions. 
However, Becker et ai. (2002) found that 31 % of her 
sample of Fijian girls perceived that their parents believed 
that they should eat more than the girls themselves thought 
was sufficient. Becker (1995) also highlighted narrative 
accounts from Fijian women who described their mothers 
negativity toward their daughters' restricted eating behav-
ior; the mothers consistently encouraged their daughters to 
eat more to gain weight. 
The third major sociocultural agent that has been cited as 
an influence on weight concerns among Western adolescent 
girls is friends and peers (Gerner & Wilson, 2005; Schutz, 
Paxton, & Wertheim, 2002). Both Western (McCabe et aI., 
in press) and Fijian (Becker, 1995) girls appear to receive 
similar messages from their friends and peers regarding 
their bodies. These messages are appearance-oriented, with 
an emphasis on thinness, and hence consistent with 
messages received from the Western media and parents 
(Field et aI., 1999). Although there is limited research on 
the effect of pressure from peers among Pacific adolescent 
girls, results from Becker's work are consistent with those 
found with Western samples. These results suggest thai 
Fijian adolescent girls did not experience direct pressure to 
diet, but they restricted their eating due to comments from 
peers regarding their weight. More specifically, Fijian 
adolescent girls have reported feeling unconcerned about 
their weight until friends made statements such as "you've 
gotten way too big" or " ... you're really huge" (Becker, 
1995, p. 52). As a result, these Fijian girls felt pressure to 
reduce their weight, and, consequently, they increased their 
exercise and restricted their eating. 
Intergenerational Conflict 
The notion of intergenerational conflict was used by Becker 
et ai. (2002) to highlight the differences in messages that 
Fijian girls received from older community and family 
members compared to,...messages from the media and their 
friends and peers. Australian women appear to receive the 
same messages from the media and family members, whereas 
Becker et ai. (2002) found a significant disparity between 
the values portrayed on television and those endorsed 
within the Fijian girls' family and community. The majority 
of Fijian respondents thought that the Western customs 
presented on television conflicted with their traditional 
values of a larger body size. For example, one respondent 
</1 
mentioned that " ... the rules that have been made by the 
village, they are not following it because they are copying 
Western culture" (Becker et aI., 2002, p. 513). Becker 
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(1995) also found that adult Fijian women who wanted to 
reduce their body size could do so to distinguish themselves 
from women who were older or who stayed in the village. 
fhe Present Study 
Over the last 50 years, the people of Fiji have experienced a 
gradual increase in Western influences, namely from 
Australia and the United States. As a result, an increasing 
proportion of Fijian women and girls, particularly adoles-
cent and young adult Fijians, are exposed to a combination 
of traditional body aesthetic ideals that promote a large 
body size and discourage thinness and, at the same time, 
Western ideals that emphasize thinness. Western messages 
often oppose the traditional cultural values in Fiji (Becker, 
1995; Becker et aI., 2002; Oliver, 1989). Many Fijians con-
tinue to maintain a traditional lifestyle, residing in rural vil-
lages and working as subsistence farmers. Traditional family 
life in Fiji is characterized by defined social laws related to 
family membership and behavior within a community or 
village (Bums, 1963; Oliver, 1989). Many of these values are 
still maintained, and hence it is not atypical for Fijians to 
reside with and receive guidance on education, ancestral 
heritage, marriage, financial matters, residential abode, and 
even weight status from their extended family members. 
The Nasinu district of Fiji was selected as the site for the 
present study. This site was chosen for its access and 
exposure to modem conveniences, given its geographical 
proximity to Suva, the capital of Fiji, and also for its access 
and exposure to cultural traditions and lifestyle. The 
cultural and modern diversity characteristic of Fiji, together 
with the large body size traditionally endorsed by this 
cultural group, provide an interesting context for empirical 
investigation of the source and nature of messages about 
girl's ideal body size. 
The present study was designed to examine the main 
agents who relay sociocultural messages about body size to 
Indigenous Fijian adolescent girls and the kinds of 
messages these agents transmit. In addition, we examined 
how the source and nature of these messages differed from 
those received by European Australian adolescent girls. A 
qualitative approach (i.e., individual semi-structured inter-
views) was used to facilitate the identification of the range 
of different sociocultural agents and messages experienced 
by Australian and Fijian girls. To date, the media are the 
main sociocultural forces that have been examined among 
Fijian (Becker, 2004; Becker, 1995; Becker et aI., 2002) 
and Western adolescent girls (Ricciardelli & McCabe, 
2001) and it was expected that the media would play a 
role in the body attitudes of the current Fijian and 
Australian samples. As Fijian girls have more extensive 
relationships with family and community members, it was 
expected that Fijian girls would nominate a more extensive 
range of sociocultural agents as influencing their body 
image attitudes than would Australian girls. It was also 
expected that messages that promote a thin body would be 
less prevalent among Fijians, as their cultural traditions 
place more importance on robust body sizes. 
Method 
Participants 
A total of 32 adolescent girls (16 European Australians and 
16 Indigenous Fijians) aged between 13 and 18 years 
participated in this study. A summary of the mean age, 
height, weight, and Body Mass Index (BMI) for both 
groups is provided in Table 1. The criteria for defining and 
assessing weight status was determined by Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention's percentiles (National 
Centre for Health Statistics, 2000) for the Australian sample 
and weight definitions that were based on a cross-cultural 
sample of children and young adults for the Fijian sample 
(Cole, Bellizi, Flegal, & Dietz, 2000). Two of the 
Australian girls were classified as obese and three as 
overweight. One of the Fijian girls was classified as obese 
and three as overweight. 
Materials 
A semi-structured interview guide was developed for the 
larger project associated with this qualitative study and in 
collaboration with researchers and adolescents from each 
country. The interview schedule was also based on a review 
of relevant literature a9d preliminary interviews conducted 
in Fiji that were then discussed with academics and 
adolescents in Fiji. The schedule included questions that 
assessed beliefs, behaviors, future expectations, and re-
Table 1 Average age, height, weight, and BMI for Australian and Fijian participants. 
Ethnicity 
Fijian (N=16) 
Australian (N= 16) 
Age 
16.2 (SO \.83) 
15.5 (SO 0.63) 
Height (m) 
1.63 (SO 0.07) 
1.62 (SO 0.06) 
,it 
Weight (kg) 
62.12 (SO 10.07) 
60.43 (SO 9.24) 
BMI 
23.3 (SO 3.7) 
22.8 (SO 3.2) 
sources associated with food and eating, physical activity, 
and body image. The body image sub-section of the 
interview guide was further divided, and. included questions 
related to body weight (in kilos), body size (i.e., small, 
medium, large), body shape (i.e., figure), muscular bulk and 
tone, and, finally, the different sources that were perceived 
to influence respondents in these areas. The same interview 
guide was used for both cultural groups, but it was adapted 
to include probes dependent on participants' answers (e.g., 
where the father was nominated as most" influential, probes 
were centered on the nature of the father's influence). 
Only answers to the questions related to the sources and 
nature of body size messages were analysed for the 
presentation here. The specific question was: "Who has 
the greatest influence over your body weight, size, shape, or 
muscle bulk and tone?" Where appropriate the interviewer 
followed with more direct probes (e.g., "Does your mother 
ever influence the way you feel about your body?"). To 
assess the influence of each identified source on partic-
ipants' attitudes toward their bodies, the interviewer 
followed with questions such as "In what way does your 
mother influence you?" and "How does it make you feel 
when your mother comments on your weight?" 
A tape recorder with an external microphone and/or an 
iPod were used to record the interviews. Metric scales were 
used to record participant weight in kilograms, and a 
standard tape measure was used to record height in metres. 
These measures were used to calculate BMl. 
Procedure 
The Australian sample was recruited from five secondary 
schools in the Western and South Western district of 
Victoria, Australia. This area was selected as it is a 
developed and highly populated regional area. School 
principals and teachers assisted the researchers in identify-
ing interested participants. A small number of participants 
were also recruited through personal contacts and a 
snowball technique, where participants were asked if any 
of their friends from school would be interested in taking 
part in the study. 
Participants in Fiji were recruited from five secondary 
schools located within Nasinu, a 'peri-urban' area that 
encompasses settlements and villages north of Suva, the 
capital of Fiji. The fifth author worked with school 
principals and teachers to recruit student volunteers. As 
for the Australian sample, a small percentage of the Fijian 
sample was also recruited through personal contacts. 
At both locations, interested students were supplied with 
a brief information package that outlined the nature of the 
study and included the consent fonn to be completed by 
participants and a parent/guardian. The information packets 
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and consent forms were translated into Fijian for the Fijian 
sample. Only students who returned their signed consent 
form and who verbally agreed to participate in the study 
were interviewed. Participants received a movie voucher to 
compensate them for their time. 
All participants were interviewed on a one-on-one basis 
in a private room at a time and place that was convenient 
for them and their parents/teachers. Interview settings 
ranged from vacant classrooms to family homes. All 
interviews were conducted in a private location to facilitate 
the confidentiality of discussions. All participants were 
verbally informed by the interviewer that the content of 
discussions were confidential. Participants were also in-
fonned that they did not have to answer any questions that 
made them uncomfortable and that the interview could be 
ceased at any time without consequence. Following the 
interview, students' weight and height were recorded for 
BMI calculations and students were provided with an 
information leaflet that included contact details for phone 
counselling in the event that the interview caused them any 
distress. All of the Australian interviews were conducted in 
English. Interviews of the Fijian sample were conducted in 
English and/or Fijian by an indigenous female researcher. 
The interviews lasted approximately 35-60 min. All inter-
views were tape or digitally recorded. 
Coding and analyses 
Australian interviews were transcribed verbatim by the first 
author. Fijian interviews were also transcribed verbatim and 
translated by the fifth and sixth authors, and checked by the 
Research Fellow and fifth author. The first author then read 
all of the transcripts to develop a detailed coding scheme 
and subset of themes. Subsets of transcripts were read by 
the second author to provide feedback on the coding 
scheme that would facilitate the generation of themes. 
Open, axial, and selective coding via the N6 qualitative 
software program were used to code, sub-categorise, and 
unify the coding of the transcript text (Rice & Ezzy, 1999). 
Node searches and comparisons to assess similar and 
different themes across the two groups of participants were 
also employed to faciljtate the cross-cultural evaluations. 
The first and second author further employed inductive 
thematic analysis (Green & Thorogood, 2004) and modified 
grounded theory (Shank, 2002) to develop and interpret the 
themes. Specifically, inductive thematic analysis was used 
to develop the themes and their links to the results of past 
research. In addition, personal experiences, observations, 
and discussions with the fifth and sixth authors, young 
Indigenous Fijian locals, their families, and other research-
ql· 
ers during a 6-week visit to Fiji by the first author were 
used to shape the themes. In some cases, the salience of 
themes was determined by assessing the sources and 
Sex Roles (2006) 55:555-566 
messages that were articulated by more than half Df the 
Fijian and Australian sample. In Dther cases, a theme 
emerged if there was a nDticeable difference in sDurces or 
messages between the two. cultural groups. FDr example, if 
the majDrity Df Fijian girls repDrted experiencing pressure 
to. eat more cDmpared to. nDne Df the Australian sample. 
Results and Discussion 
The results are organised arDund the main SDurces that were 
fDund to. influence bDth Australian and Fijian girls' bDdy 
image. These included parents, siblings, friends, peers, and 
the media. Extended family members also. provided girls, 
particularly Fijian girls, with messages abDut their bDdies. 
FDr bDth cultural groups, immediate family members, 
particularly mDthers and siblings, were the mDst salient 
agent fDr transmitting messages to. girls abDut their bDdies. 
The nature Df these messages was also. cDmpared with 
participants' BMI. Results indicated that bDth Fijian and 
Australian girls received messages that promDted thinness 
Dr advice to. reduce their weight, regardless Df whether Dr 
nDt they were Dverweight. Results also. indicated that the 
nature Df the messages received from these sDciDcultural 
sDurces differed across the two. cultural groups. Specifically, 
there was SDme family and peer group cDnflict fDr Fijian 
girls. Results indicated that Australian girls experienced 
cDnsistent messages that emphasised thinness, whereas 
SDme Fijian girls experienced messages that prDmDted 
thinness and Dthers experienced messages that promDted a 
larger body size. The media were also. fDund to. be mDre 
influential Dn Australian girls than Dn Fijian girls. 
The results Df the study are illustrated with excerpts that 
include participants' ethnicity (FJ=Fijian; AUS=Austra-
lian), assigned pseudDnym, age in years, and BMI in 
parentheses. In SDme cases a mDre detailed extract Df the 
cDnversatiDn between the respDndent (R) and interviewer 
(I) is provided. 
MDthers 
MDthers were an impDrtant sDciDcultural agent that bDth 
Australian and Fijian girls' repDrted as an influence Dn their 
bDdy image. BDth Fijian and Australian girls repDrted 
having receive? negative CDmments and criticisms frDm 
their mDthers and also. specific advice abDut lDsing weight, 
as well as suggestiDns to. increase exercise and reduce fDDd 
intake to. aVDid becDming Dverweight. 
She used to. tell me that I need to. IDse weight and she 
hadn't dDne that in a while and then the Dther day 
again she tDld me that I had to. lDse weight. (AUS 
Hayley, 16 years, BMI=24) 
She [my mDther] says that girls IDDk nice when skinny. 
(FJ Kelera, 16 years, BMI=30) 
MDthers' negative CDmments were typically centered Dn 
maintaining a small bDdy size Dr reducing the likelihDDd Df 
current and/Dr future weight gain. BDth Australian and 
Fijian girls repDrted being called 'fat' and/Dr 'big' 
My parents tell me that I am fat [and] I have to' 
less. (FJ Elia, 16 years, BMI=22) 
I am hDping that I WDn't get tDD big but mDst Df my 
sisters gDt big and my mum keeps telling me that I 
am gDing to' get bigger and I am nDt lDDking fDrward 
to. it but I am hDping I wDn't. (ADS Beth, 15 years, 
BMI=18) 
CDnsistent with previDus research with Western girls 
(FDrbes et aI., 2004), the main theme that emerged fDr bDth 
groups was fDr the preference fDr and endDrsement Df a 
small bDdy size and/Dr aVDidance Df a large bDdy size. BDth 
Australian and Fijian girls repDrted that their mDthers 
preferred a small bDdy size fDr aesthetic reaSDns (i.e., to. 
maintain a gDDd figure Dr to. lDDk gDDd) and aVDidance Df a 
large bDdy size fDr health reaSDns (Le., to' aVDid Dbesity). 
Others repDrted feeling this pressure to' reduce their bDdy 
size through DbservatiDns Df their mo.ther's behaviDr, such 
as dieting. 
My mum is dDing Weight Watchers so. I am dDing it 
with her. I am nDt gDing to. Weight Watchers but I am 
gDing Dffher bDDks. (ADS Emma, 16 years, BMI=30) 
R: Mum says YDU have to. like nDt to. eat tDD much 
fDDd because it might cause Dbesity so. she says just 
to' eat a IDt Df vegetables. 
I: What kind Df fDDd she says nDt to. e"t~ 
R: Fatty fDDds. 
I: AnybDdy else influence YDr~ 
R Only my mum. 
I: And hDW do. YDU feel when YDur mum tells YC.h 
that? 
R: I feel cDmfDrtable. (FJ Luisa, 15 years, BMI=20) 
HDwever, nDt all girls repDrted negative messages from 
their mDthers. They also. received encDuragement, praise, 
and pDsitive advice. Nevertheless, these Dther messages 
also. were centered Dn attaining a thin bDdy size. For 
example, mothers praised their daughters fDr losing weight, 
and encDuraged their daughters nDt to. gain weight. 
I: So. nDW I am gDing to. ask YDU abDut Dther peDple 
in YDur life whether they do. or say anything to. 
influence YDur bDdy size, shape, Dr weight. DDes 
.,t· 
YDur mum prDvide YDU with messages abDut YDur 
weight, size, Dr shape? 
R:,Yeh. 
.>60 
I: What kinds of things does she do or say? 
R: She just tells us, don't end up like me. She is a bit 
overweight but she says just healthier, don't eat too 
much junk food and stuff. So she cooks more meals 
for us so we don't eat take-away as much. 
I: And does she do the things that she says you should do? 
R: Yeh she goes on a diet sometimes. She has gone 
on that soup diet. 
I: And how does that make you feel when she say' 
things like that to you? 
R: Nah it's alright she is just encouraging and helps 
you, I don't know, not go down that path and have to 
lose it later. (AUS Ainsley, 16 years, BMI=21) 
My mum says to cut down on the eating so that I ha~ 
a good figure. (FJ Luisa, 15 years, BMI=20) 
Another observation noted among Fijian girls was that 
some mothers (and parents, more generally) were support-
ive of current and future weight gain. The results from the 
current study also indicated that the majority of comments 
associated with the endorsement of a larger body size were 
in the context of eating more. 
This finding is consistent with previous research (Becker, 
1995), which has shown that Fijian girls felt pressure from 
their mothers to eat more. As explained by one girl in the 
present study: 
My parents will check on the type and amount offood that 
I eat, lots of times they tell me to eat a lot because I am 
getting smaller everyday. (FJ Paulini, 18 years, BMI=21) 
R: The people at home tell me to eat a lot because I 
am not fat like them. 
I: So what do they say? 
R: They want me to eat a lot so I (;"'.11 )...'" 1:1 
I: They are broad and big? 
R: Yes. 
I: So when they tell you that how do you fep· 
they tell you to eat more? 
R: I tell them to mind their own business. 
I: Why, do you feel bad? 
R: No I don't like it when they force me to c 
angry (F J Pele, 14 years, BMI = 17) 
These overall findings are consistent with traditional 
Fijian culture that places a strong emphasis on food sharing 
and consumption (Pollack, 2001). Fijian girls also experi-
enced messages from other sources, to increase food 
consumption as a way of increasing weight as discussed 
in the subsections below. 
Fathers 
Unlike mothers, fathers did not provide girls with as many 
messages about their weight and body. However, consistent 
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with messages described by girls from their mothers, both 
Australian and Fijian girls indicated that their fathers offered 
encouragement and advice to obtain or maintain a small body 
size. Girls also reported that their fathers criticised them for 
being too large, which, again, reinforced the ideal thin body size. 
Probably my Dad, always putting me down .. I don't 
know they (father and brothers) make comments, like 
how big I look in those jeans and that kind of thing. 
(AUS Katrina, 15 years, BMI=23) 
He (father) picks on the food we eat but sometimes we 
are only allowed to eat whatever we eat but sometimes 
he gets angry, like its not balanced. [He] says its not 
healthy, not good for us, we still young, will grow fat. 
(FJ Savaira, 13 years, BMI=27) 
The role of fathers, although often not as salient as 
mothers, has been demonstrated in previous studies with 
Western girls (McCabe et aI., in press). This less salient role 
may be indicative of the sensitivity that some fathers may 
feel about their relationships with their daughters. In other 
words, many girls may not welcome feedback from their 
fathers or feel that it is not appropriate, and at times 
embarrassing, even though the same kind of feedback 
received from mothers is viewed as more acceptable. 
R: My dad used to say things to me like um yOl' 
should get more exercise and stuff. 
I: Was that before or after you lost weight? 
R: Before. 
I: And does he say anything now? 
R: Not really. Oh he says that I should do sports but 
he doesn't say anything about weight or anything. 
And) think that's a bit strange seeing as though he is 
my dad. (AUS Laura, 15 years, BMI=24) 
I: Who influences you about your bodv? 
R: My mother. 
I: What does your mother say? 
R: She says that girls look nice when skinny, if) 
get married and then get fat, it doesn't matter. 
I: How do you feel when your mother tells you this? 
R: I feel a bit ok, bpcause she's telling the truth .. 
I: Anybody else who influences you? 
R: My dad, he says that fat girls will not be attracted 
to boys. Girls should be skinny, so that they able to 
get married. (FJ Kelera, 16 years, BMI=30) 
Again in contrast to reports from Australian girls, Fijian 
girls also reported messages from their fath~rs that 
encouraged a larger body size or discouraged thinness. 
<it· 
He told me to eat lots of vegetables, he said that you 
have to eat and be lively and not be skinny. (FJ Foela, 
17 years, BMI=19) 
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The above type of message from fathers to Fijian girls 
was similar to those reported from mothers and were 
focussed on eating more. Although the role of fathers in 
providing messages to Fijian adolescent girls about their 
bodies has not been empirically investigated in the past, 
these findings are consistent with the endorsement of a 
large body size characterized in traditional Pacific culture 
(Oliver, 1989). 
Siblings 
The messages attributed to siblings were different for the 
two cultural groups. Australian girls reported modelling 
their sisters' behavior and competing with their sisters, and 
this appeared to have an effect on the way they perceived 
their own bodies. For example, as illustrated in the 
following excerpt, girls reported competing with their 
sisters for the lowest weight and aspiring to reduce their 
weight to attain that of their sisters. 
It's pretty important [my weight], it's a bit of a 
competition between me and my sister [in ternlS of 
kilos]. She is like 1 year older but we are about the 
same size. She is shorter than me ... '[I] just work harder 
so that I am skinnier than her. (AUS Ainsley, 16 years, 
BMI=21) 
In addition, and consistent with messages from mothers 
and fathers, both Australian and Fijian girls reported several 
instances where they had received negative comments or 
criticism regarding their weight that emphasised the value 
of thinness. The difference for Fijians, however, was that 
the messages from their siblings regarding their bodies were 
more centered on offering advice, such as increasing 
physical activity, on how to achieve a desired body size, 
advice on why they were fat, and also comments on the 
aesthetic value of thinness. For Australian girls, these 
messages were either implicit (i.e., not wanting to gain 
weight like their sisters) or commentary that contained 
observational information (i.e., looking fat). In contrast to 
these messages from sisters, the majority of messages 
reported by Fijian girls were from their brothers. 
She (sister) will say 'god you're body's ugly' and 
she'll say 'you're fatter than me.' (AUS Sarah, 
16 years, BMI=22) 
He (brother) says that I am too fat and like .. ummm .. 
girls our age should be having figures and muscles. 
(FJ Savaira, l3 years, BMI=27) 
One Fijian girl also reported that her brother provided 
her with messages that did. not support thinness, but rather 
encouraged eating and a larger body size. 
My elder brother, (he says) that I have to eat, don't 
worry about my figure, just to eat, .. .I think he mean 
that I am skinny when I'm not. (Foela, 17, BMI=19) 
The emphasis on thinness inherent in most of the above 
messages is consistent with previous research with Western 
adolescent girls (Forbes et aI., 2004). However, the current 
rese.arch suggests that the nature of the messages from 
immediate family members is also at times derogatory. That 
is, in addition to messages that promote a thin ideal body 
size, both Australian and Fijian girls reportedly received 
messages on a more personal or individual basis. This 
included being called 'fat', 'ugly'. and being offered 
explanations (e.g., you're large because you don't exercise 
enough) for their weight status. 
Extended family members 
The role of extended family in traditional Fijian culture is 
quite different from that observed among Western cultures. 
In a setting where communal living, shared child rearing, 
and interfamily decision making is customary (Cederbaum, 
unpublished), it was expected that Fijian girls would 
indicate instances of receiving body-related messages from 
their extended families. In traditional Fijian culture, family 
hierarchy is also valued, and specific gender-related and 
age-related roles are clearly defined. For example, children 
are at the bottom of this hierarchy, and older male family 
members are at the top (Roth, 1973). 
In the current study, older extended family members, 
such as aunts, uncles and grandparents played a more 
important role in providing messages regarding their weight 
to Fijian girls than to Australian girls. Only Fijian girls 
reported their grandmothers and uncles as providing 
messages about their weight. Fijian girls reported that older 
extended family members offered conflicting advice as to 
whether to eat more or to eat less and exercise more. This is 
clearly illustrated by the following quotes: 
My auntie (says) I'm too skinny (and I should) kana 
vakalevu (eat more). (FJ Alisi, 18 years, BMI=19) 
I: Is there anyone that influences you on physical 
activity, like your friends, family? 
R: My uncle. 
I: Your uncle, what does your uncle say? 
R: Stop eating a lot and do exercises. 
I: To exercise, why do you think he says that! 
R: Because I'm too big. 
I: You too big, does he tell everyone that or just you 
R: No just me. (FJ Savaira, 17 years, BMI=27) 
Australian girls, on the other hand, described more 
implicit messages from older extended family members. 
Australian girls expressed concerns about future weight 
gain that they observed among their extended families. This 
is illustrated by the following quote: 
Like my family I don't want to tum out like that 
because they are big,no offence to them, and I know 
what's coming so I am trying to stop it from 
happening now. (AUS Melanie, 15 years, BMI=20) 
One Australian girl also reported having received 
messages from her family in general to eat more because 
she was perceived as too skinny, as illustrated below: 
Well most of my family are heavy weight and like they 
always say like you're so perfect, you know, you are 
too skinny, eat some more food and stuff like that. It 
makes me feel bad because they are judging me on the 
way I look. (AUS Kate, 16 years, BMI=18) 
Few studies have assessed the prevalence and nature of 
Western messages to eat more or to gain weight. These 
results suggest a changing trend in Western cultures where 
the pursuit of extreme thinness is viewed negatively by 
many family members and results in encouragement or 
advice to eat more. However, additional studies are needed 
to examine this possible trend more fully. 
The role of the extended family has received limited 
empirical investigation in either cultural group. The current 
finding that the extended family plays a more important and 
influential role for Fijian than for Australian girls is not 
surprising, given the way Indigenous Fijians maintain 
interdependent relationships with their families. Advice 
and guidance from the extended family, although it is 
generally not requested, is offered and accepted, and the 
messages can be quite strong. These results suggest that 
practices that are inherent in traditional Fijian interfamilial 
relationships remain intact for many young Fijians. Al-
though extended family members are also important in 
Australian families, communal living is not as common, 
and the family system is generally centered on the role of 
the nuclear family. Therefore, guidance and advice from 
extended family members is less common and less accepted 
in Australia, where most guidance and advice is provided 
by parents or guardians. 
Friends and peers 
Only Australian girls reported messages from their friends 
and peers in relation to their bodies that were not critical. 
The content of these messages was similar to that reported 
by girls in relation to their mothers, and it focussed on the 
thin body ideal and comments to discourage weight 
dissatisfaction. These results are consistent with previous 
research with both Western (Gerner & Wilson, 2005) and 
Fijian samples (Becker, 1995). 
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They are like, don't be stupid, if I say I look fat. They 
are a bit encouraging and stuff because they know you 
are not(fat). (AUS Ainsley, 16 years, BMI=2i) 
The pursuit of thinness was emphasised in the negative 
messages about being too 'big' that both Australian and 
Fijian girls had received from their friends and peer groups. 
These comments were similar to those transmitted by 
mothers and fathers. For one Australian girl, peer pressure 
led to attempts to alter and reduce her own size to achieve 
that of her peers. 
Yeh and there is also peer pressure at school as well. 
There's sort oflike you know, you've gotthe girls and 
they're the cool girls that hang around with each other 
and they are always the same size and always have the 
cool clothes and stuff' and "you always see them and 
you go, oh I would love to be like that size or what-
ever but then that's, and then you try to make yourself 
be like that size. (AUS Emma, 16 years, BMI=30) 
In some instances girls reported having received advice 
from their friends and peers to reduce their weight by 
increasing their exercise or reducing their food intake. 
They (friends) say I'm fat and I should be doing more 
exercise everyday. (FJ Iris, 17, 25) 
Similar to adolescents' reports of messages from family 
members, Fijian girls also indicated having experienced 
support for weight gain from friends and peers. As noted 
previously, these comments generally encouraged Fijian 
girls to eat more. 
They say that I should eat more so that T ",:11 
nice. (FJ Foela, 17 years, BMI=19) 
Family and peer proup criticism and actual weight statu~ 
The relationship between participants' calculated weight 
status (e.g., overweight, obese) and message content was 
also examined. That is, we investigated whether those 
participants who had experienced negative feedback were, 
in fact, overweight. An examination of specific node 
comparisons (weight .t;tatus vs. criticism) indicated that 
there was no relationship between getting teased and actual 
weight status. Therefore, both Australian and Fijian girls 
reported having been teased about their weight irrespective 
of whether or not they were large. Calling someone 'fat' 
when they are not may be a direct result of the social 
acceptability of, or decreased sensitivity about weight-
related taunts. This is likely associated with an increased 
awareness of Wltight related issues. among both cultures, 
particularly given the much publicized high prevalence of 
overweight and obesity among both cultural groups· (Becker 
et aI., 2005). 
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Family and peer group conflict 
Family and peer group conflict was also observed among 
the Fijian girls. As noted in above, there was a clear 
message to some Fijian girls to achieve a slim body ideal. 
However, for another group of Fijian girls, there were 
messages from various sociocultural agents, including 
grandparents, parents, and peer groups, for them to eat 
more and increase their body size. Therefore, although 
Fijian girls reported having experienced messages to eat 
more/gain weight and eat less/ lose weight, these reports 
generally did not come from the same participants. Only a 
small number of Fijian girls reported receiving messages to 
eat less/lose weight and eat more/gain weight. Hence the 
majority of Fijian girls reported messages either to eat 
more/gain weight or to eat lesslIose weight, not both. 
She (my mother) told me to eat more because I am still 
growing .. she says Meu kua ni lila, meu levulevu so 
meu kana vakalevu (not to be skinny that I should eat 
a lot, to gain more weight.) I feel angry because I don't 
want to grow fat or become fat. My grandmother at 
home, she always force me ... she said not to eat too 
much and to drink a lot. (FJ Loata, 15 years, BMI=22) 
The thin body ideal that was found for Fijian girls is 
most likely linked to their increasing exposure to Western 
culture that promotes the aesthetics of a thin body size 
(Becker et aI., 2002). Many Fijians may also have an in-
creased awareness of the health implications associated 
with a large weight status and may be promoting thinness 
for this reason. 
Encouragement for a large body and robust appetite that 
was found for Fijian girls is most likely linked to traditional 
Fijian values that are accepting of a large body size. 
Endorsement for a large body size supports previous 
research with Fijian girls that demonstrates that the messages 
girls received about their weight from parents and peers were 
often inconsistent (Becker et aI., 2002). In the current study, 
however, this pressure was not related to the age or 
generation of the sociocultural agents. This ~s different from 
the work of Becker et al. (2002), where the conflict was 
intergenerational; older agents, such as parents, pressured 
girls to gain weight and younger agents, such as peers, 
pressured them to lose weight or maintain a small body. 
Media 
The media have also been found to be one of the most 
salient sociocultural sources of influence for both Austra-
lians (Dittmar & Howard, 2004) and Fijians (Becker, 2004; 
Becker et aI., 2002). The results of the current study were 
divided into girls' awareness of the media messages and 
their perceived impact of the media. 
Australian girls consistently reported that they were 
conscious of the portrayal of thin models and specific body 
sizes through various media, especially television and 
magazines. Although many girls were aware of the 
messages portrayed by the media, unlike in previous 
research (Dittmar & Howard, 2004), the majority of girls 
reported that these images did not have a major impact on 
their weight-related thoughts and behaviors. It is possible 
that these Australian girls were aware of the negative 
messages portrayed by the media in relation to thin models, 
and were therefore aware of the impact of the media on 
their own body image. 
I: And what about the media, do they provide you with 
messages about your body size, shape, or weight? 
A: Yeh well they show you like really skinny girls 
and things and you are like ohh she is so skinny I 
wish I was like her but like it is so unrealistic anyway. 
I: And how does it make you feel when you see those 
images? 
R: Ohh a bit jealous and angry that you don't look like 
that but I don't know you just get on with it, get over it. 
I: But do you think that it makes you do anything about your 
own body size, shape, and weight when you see them? 
A: Ummm, sort of, or maybe when you are older and 
have a baby and you want to lose the weight fast you 
might look at them and copy what they are doing. 
(AUS Ainsley, 16 years, BMI=21) 
In contrast to the results of other research, Fijian girls did 
not voluntarily mention the media as providing them with 
messages about their body size beliefs and behaviors. 
However, when asked if there was any 'famous' person 
with the perfect body, Fijian girls cited Western-based 
media personalities, although the source of these images 
(i.e., television, magazines) was unclear. Fijian girls were 
also quite balanced in their perceptions of the impact of the 
media on their body image, as none of them mentioned 
desiring or actively striving to achieve the look of a media-
driven image or personality. The most common role models 
cited by Fijian girls were the US singers Brittany Spears and 
Jennifer Lopez (JLo). 
JLo, the shape, she'ls not too skinny and --< 
(FJ Alisi, 18 years, BMI=19) 
The majority of Australian girls did not report favoring 
any specific role models, but rather thinness in general. 
However, some girls did mention Brittany Spears and US 
actress Mischa Barton as examples of ideal bodies. 
Prior research with Western (Dittmar & Howard, 2004) 
and Fijian girls.(J3ecker et aI., 2002) has demonstrated the 
role of the media in influencing adolescent girls' feelings 
and behavior about their bodies. Our data suggest that the 
media played a limited role in influencing Fijian girls' 
feelings about their bodies. On the other hand, Australian 
girls cited the media as providing them with several 
messages about their bodies. Australian girls are continu-
ally exposed to Western-based media that is consistent with 
their own cultural identity. Fijian girls, however, may not 
personally identify with the Western media content. A 
similar finding has been observed among African American 
girls, who were found to be largely uninterested in teen 
magazines' beauty images and could not identify with these 
images because they were not representative of their culture 
(Duke, 2002). Although the Fijian girls reported several 
Western models and actresses as maintaining a desirable 
body size, they did not report that they felt influenced by 
these images in terms of their own feelings and attitudes 
about their own bodies. It is possible that Fijian girls do not 
internalize Western images; they may view them as 
desirable but unattainable, given the substantial differences 
in their body sizes and other physical characteristics (e.g., 
hair texture, skin color). It is also possible that both 
Australian and Fijian girls are unaware of the impact of 
the media on their own body perceptions despite having an 
awareness that the media may influence others. In other 
words, these girls may be influenced by the media and 
either deny i!s impact or project the media's impact onto 
others. For example, although the Australian girls reported 
that the media had a limited impact on their body image 
attitudes and behavior, the media were the most common 
source nominated by this group. 
~onclusiom 
The present study was designed to assess the source and 
nature of the body image messages perceived by Indige-
nous Fijian and European Australian adolescent girls. Our 
study expanded on previous research by assessing a range 
of sociocultural agents simultaneously and also by includ-
ing two cultural groups that traditionally have seemingly 
opposing values regarding body size. The results indicated 
that there was consistency in the nature of the messages 
received by both cultural groups. Furthermore, consistent 
with previous research with Western adolescent girls, the 
messages provided by these agents to both Australian and 
Fijian girls emphasized the pursuit for thinness. In many 
instances the messages also focussed on the avoidance of a 
large body size, which may be a direct result of an increase 
in the awareness in both cultures of the health implications 
associated with a large weight status. Furthennore, the 
degree of negativity in the messages that emphasized a 
small body size was more pronounced than was the case in 
findings from previous research. This may be a result of an 
increased tole.rance of body image discourse, whereby 
weight is a reference point for taunts and criticism. Previous 
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research (Becker, 2004; Becker et a!., 2002) has demon-
strated a changing body image identity among Fijian girls 
that more closely resembles that maintained by Western 
girls and the increasing prevalence of disordered eating 
among these girls. The findings from the present study 
provide additional evidence that is consistent with the view 
that there is a reduction in the cultural 'gap' associated with 
the thin body size ideal customary in Western societies and 
the more robust body size ideal inherent in Fijian culture. 
However, longitudinal research is needed to assess these 
changing cultural patterns more fully. 
It is interesting that although the pursuit for thinness and 
avoidance of a large body size was evident for some Fijian 
girls, at the same time, other girls indicated having received 
messages to eat more and to increase their body size. It is 
possible that for some Fijian girls, the Western pursuit for 
thinness prevails, whereas for other Fijian girls, the cultural 
traditions that emphasize a more robust body size prevail. 
Hence, it is possible that there are inter-family differences 
in the commitment to traditional Fijian values and on the 
perceived benefits of maintaining a large or thin body size. 
We did not assess why and how this conflict existed or 
the impact that this conflict may have on body-related 
behavior. It is unclear whether receiving consistent mes-
sages (as was found with the Australian sample) or mixed 
messages (as was found with the Fijian sample) is more 
detriI?ental to adolescent girls' body image. It is possible 
that receiving consistent messages to be thin may be more 
damaging than receiving mixed messages that provide 
acceptance for a wider range of bodies. In contrast, 
receiving messages that are accepting of weight gain may 
be more damaging through acceptance of both obesity and 
body image concerns. Research with a larger sample is 
required to ascertain the extent and impact of this conflict 
and the context or motivation that supports it. 
For those girls who reported having received messages 
to gain weight, it was generally through suggestions to eat 
more. The use of food in Fijian culture as the main 
facilitator of social and familial relationships and events has 
been consistently reported in the literature (e.g., Pollack, 
2001). Although food is also used in other cultures for 
similar reasons, the significance of robust appetites is more 
pronounced in Pacific cultures. For example, in addition to 
feasts that occur with special events (e.g., birth of a child), 
to offer food is to be generous and to refuse food is not 
culturally accepted. The act of one person feeding another 
is a sign of care rather than the satisfaction of hunger and 
therefore, to refuse food that has been offered indicates a 
refusal to accept care from the community (Gregg, 2000). 
The social sign!Rcance of food is often restricted to special 
occasions (e.g., weddings, birthdays) in Western cultures, 
rather than a prominent aspect of daily interaction as is the 
case in F ij i. 
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In the current study, Fijian girls were recruited from a 
peri-urban region that provides exposure to a combination 
of modem conveniences, such as public transport, electric-
ity, and television access, and also traditional practices, 
such as family co-habitation and shared child rearing. 
Studies with Fijian populations that reside in rural settings, 
and hence maintain more traditional lifestyles, would 
further determine how cultural values may promote a 
robust body size. 
Although the Fijian girls in our study were interviewed 
by a local young person in their native language, there was 
often a reluctance to discuss some of the targeted issues 
openly on a one-on-one basis, as many of the targeted 
topics may have been seen as too personal and not as topics 
for discussion. The same difficulty was also encountered 
in a study with Indigenous Australian adolescent girls 
(Ricciardelli, McCabe, Ball, & Mellor, 2004). More infor-
mation needs to be obtained through in-depth probing about 
the specific impact that certain messages have on adoles-
cent girls', especially Fijian girls', thoughts and behaviors 
about their bodies. Future researchers need to assess any 
other sources that may not have been identified by the girls 
in the current study. It is possible that many girls are not 
aware of or do not appreciate the extent of the impact of 
certain influences. This may have been the case with 
respect to the media among Fijian girls. 
Moreover, the current study provided a review of girls' 
perceived, rather than actual, sources of influence on their 
bodies. Although perceived influences are likely to influ-
ence girls' thoughts and behaviors more than actual 
influences, future researchers could assess the comparabil-
ity between perceived and actual messages girls receive. 
This information could overcome limitations associated 
with the accuracy of adolescent girls' perceptions of the 
messages they receive about their bodies. 
Overall, the family and peer group conflict that was 
identified in the current study is important to the under-
standing of body image issues among Pacific populations. 
Researchers and health workers need to be aware that this 
conflict may exist for many Fijian girls. As part of this 
conflict, Fijian girls' reports of encouragement to eat more 
are also symptomatic of deeper family-individual relation-
ships. Fijian culture is largely based on a collectivist 
approach, whereby the community's opinions and needs 
are paramount and take precedence over individual needs 
and desires (Gregg, 2000). Taking into account this conflict 
experienced by Fijian girls, body image and obesity 
prevention initiatives with this cultural group should target 
a healthy body size that considers their cultural values, 
particularly those of the social significance of food, and 
highlight the dangers of trying to achieve the unrealistic 
body size they view in Western media. This may include 
strategies that deal with how to interpret Western-based 
media images and also strategies that assist girls to deal 
with situations that involve overeating. 
For both cultural groups, these initiatives could focus on 
providing adolescents with the skills and resources they 
need to respond to and reduce weight-related taunts and 
criticism that focus on reducing weight. Overall, a healthy 
weight, that is specific to the individual, needs to be 
promoted as well as healthy methods to achieve it, in order 
to avoid both obesity and negative body image attitudes and 
behaviors. Therefore, future researchers and health workers 
must also take into account the nature of the relationship 
between obesity prevention and body image concerns and 
the inability for many Fijian girls to reject family encour-
agement to eat more (or less). In fact, the inclusion of the 
extended family and their beliefs is viewed as one of four 
pillars in the Te Whare Tapa Wha model, a framework 
designed for Pacific health promotion (Durie, 1994). These 
Pacific health models need to be considered for any 
intervention with Pacific populations. 
One of !he major limitations with qualitative research 
(i.e., small sample sizes) is the inability to generate repre-
sentative findings. However, results from the current study 
add to existing research by identifying a wider range of 
sources of influence that provide mixed messages to Fijian 
girls about their bodies. For example, the current study 
highlighted that there many sources that provide messages 
promoting thinness to Fijian girls. Previous research has 
primarily focused on the messages from the media that are 
perceived by Fijian girls about their bodies (Becker et aI., 
2002). The results from this study could be used to inform 
further survey studies with a larger more representative 
sample that specifically targets the conflict between 
Western and traditional Fijian values and the impact it has 
on the body perceptions and behaviors of Fijian girls. 
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